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Chapter 2  Characteristics of Homeless Families

Homeless
Families
Helped by
Shelters

An estimated
750 families
consisting of
2,529 adults
and children
were relying
on shelters
during one
night in mid-
2000.

Statewide, an estimated 750 families consisting of 2,529 adults and
children were relying on shelters during one night in mid-2000 based on
the Department of Social and Health Services (DSHS) study, Homeless
Families in Washington State. The study was based on interviews with
411 families between late June and September 2000.  In addition, 70
shelter providers and 27 welfare administrators and key members of
their staff were interviewed to understand issues the shelters and
welfare staff face in serving homeless families.  For a full copy of this
report, see:
www1.dshs.wa.gov/rda/reports/11miscellaneous/11%5F98.htm

The U.S. Census 2000 reported an estimated 5,387 people living in
emergency and transitional shelters in March 2000.  By comparing the
DSHS study s estimate of 2,529 persons in families using shelters to
the U.S. Census estimate of total persons, then it appears that just
under half (about 47 percent) of the persons staying at shelters across
the state are there as part of a family unit with either a pregnant woman
or at least one child present.  Since these estimates were prepared
based on data collected in different months using different surveys, this
comparison should be considered as very tentative.

Change Over
Time

Homelessness among families receiving Temporary Assistance to Needy
Families (TANF) has increased at a faster rate than the rise in TANF
caseloads over the last two years.  Specifically, the number of homeless
TANF families per month has increased by 6 percent between FY2001
and FY2002 compared to an increase of just under 1 percent among
TANF families overall.1  As economic conditions in the state worsened,
the average monthly number of TANF families recorded as homeless
rose from 452 in FY2001 to 481 in FY2002.  In comparison, the
average monthly number of TANF families overall rose from 54,525 to
54,999 over the same two-year period.2

The average monthly estimates of the number of families on TANF who
were homeless (452  481) are somewhat lower than the estimate of
families using shelters in mid-2000 (750) for two reasons:  (1)
information on the housing status of TANF families is not always
available to be recorded each month in the client s record and (2) some
families staying at shelters are not currently receiving TANF benefits.

1 The source of this information is the DSHS Automated Client Eligibility System (ACES) which records
information on homelessness of welfare recipients (in assistance units).
2 These counts include a small number of clients who receive cash assistance under programs other than TANF.
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Regional
Patterns of
Homelessness

The 2,529 adults and children within the families being helped by
shelters on a given night in mid-2000 represent 4.3 out of every 10,000
children and adults in the state s population, with proportionally more in
the eastern part of the state (5.3 per 10,000 population) than in the
west (4.0 per 10,000).  The highest per person rate (6.8 per 10,000
population) were in rural eastern Washington counties, while the next
highest rate (5.1 per 10,000) was in King County (see map below).

The highest
rate of
homelessness
was found in
rural eastern
Washington.
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The 2,529 adults and children living at shelters represent slightly less
than two out of every 100 children and adults receiving TANF in July of
2000.  Estimates are based on weighted data.

Demographic
Characteristics

Twenty-eight
percent of the
respondents
had at least
one child not
living with
them at the
shelter.

Two-thirds of the families were headed by one adult, usually a woman,
and one-third were two-parent families. Two-thirds of the families had
either one or two children; ten percent included a pregnant woman.
Thirty-seven percent of the children were under five years of age, 42
percent were five to eleven years, and 21 percent were adolescents,
aged 12-17. Twenty-eight percent of the respondents had at least one
child not living with them at the shelter.

Respondents represented diverse racial and ethnic groups:  51 percent
were non-Hispanic white, 19 percent non-Hispanic black, 12 percent
Hispanic, eight percent non-Hispanic American Indian/Alaska Native,
and three percent non-Hispanic Asian or Pacific Islander. More than one
race was reported by nine percent of respondents.
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Compared to heads of TANF families, homeless parents were somewhat
less likely to be non-Hispanic white (51 versus 62 percent) and more
likely to be black (19 versus 12 percent) or American Indian (8 versus 5
percent). In contrast, the state s population was more likely than either
homeless or TANF parents to be white (79 percent) and much less likely
to be black (3 percent), American Indian (1 percent), or Hispanic (7
percent).

When only homeless parents who were receiving TANF were compared
to TANF parents in general, they were found to be similar on several
characteristics.3 In both groups: about ninety percent were female,
slightly over eighty percent were one-parent households, just under 20
percent were currently married and living together, and about 45
percent had a high school diploma or GED as their highest level of
education.

Homeless parents on TANF differed from TANF parents, however, in
their age and length of time on TANF. Homeless parents were slightly
older than TANF parents in general. Also, homeless families had been
receiving TANF for less time than TANF families in general since
homeless families were more likely to have received TANF for a short
time span (36 versus 23 percent under six months) but less likely to
have received TANF in the longest time span (5 versus 15 percent
between three and four years).

Living
Arrangements
During this
Homeless
Period and
Before

80 percent
had lived in
two or more
other
homeless
places before
the shelter.
More than half
the
respondents

On average, the families already had been continuously homeless for
nearly four months:  39 days at the shelter and 77 days before the
shelter. At the time of the interview, their homelessness had not yet
ended.

While homeless, the families moved often:  80 percent had lived in two
or more other homeless places before the shelter and 54 percent had
lived in three or more prior homeless places.

Temporary shared living was the most common homeless living
arrangement. Thirty-nine percent of the families came to the shelter
from a shared-living arrangement. The families  second most frequent
living arrangement was other shelters.  Twenty-two percent of the
families came to the shelter from another shelter. For every 100
admissions to their present shelters the families had had 68 previous
shelter admissions during the past year.

3 To ensure comparability and to use the most complete data, demographic comparisons with TANF families
were limited to households where at least one parent received TANF and excluded so-called child-only cases
where only children were TANF recipients.
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had been
homeless
previously.

More than half the respondents had been homeless previously. For 42
percent, this was their first homeless experience. During the last twelve
months, 26 percent of the families had been homeless, then housed,
then homeless again. Forty-four percent had been homeless before the
last year.

Sources of
Money and
Access to
Welfare
Benefits

Only 73
percent said
they had been
to a CSO
since
becoming
homeless.

Before the families were homeless, in any given month, between 30 and
35 percent were getting cash assistance from welfare programs, mostly
TANF, and between 40 and 45 percent were getting food stamps.
Access to welfare benefits increased sharply soon after the families
became homeless. Within three months after becoming homeless,
between 60 and 65 percent were receiving cash assistance in any given
month and between 70 and 75 percent were getting food stamps.
Since becoming homeless, 44 percent of respondents had gotten some
money from paid work and 22 percent had received financial help from
their families.

Supplemental emergency housing grants, called Additional
Requirements for Emergent Needs, or AREN, were received by 20
percent of the respondents in the 12 months before becoming
homeless.  Between the onset of their most recent homeless period and
the end of calendar year 2000, 32 percent received an AREN grant.

Nearly all (97 percent) of the respondents had been to a Community
Services Office (CSO), often called the welfare office,  at some time in
their lives, but only 73 percent said they had been to a CSO since
becoming homeless.  Most (85 percent) of the administrators and lead
staff workers we interviewed at these offices reported that homeless
families are given priority or expedited service when applying for welfare
benefits. Lack of necessary documents is a common problem for
homeless families when applying for welfare benefits, cited by over 40
percent of the welfare office administrators and shelter providers we
interviewed.

Work and
Participation in
WorkFirst

In the week before the interview, 21 percent of respondents and their
spouses or partners had worked 20 hours or more.  Thirty percent said
they could not work due to illness, disability, treatment, or counseling.

Fifty-eight percent of the respondents participated in WorkFirst in the
month before the interview, based on DSHS records and the state-
defined participation rate which includes working 20 or more hours in
the prior week, being employed in a work study position, looking for
work, preparing for work, or being under a short-term (three months or
less) sanction.  This rate is lower than the 93 percent found for TANF
recipients in general in August 2000, mostly due to fewer homeless
families working or preparing to work compared to TANF recipients in
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general. Twenty-five percent of the homeless respondents who were
receiving TANF in the month of our interview were exempt or deferred
from work-related WorkFirst activity, roughly the same percentage (28
percent) as TANF families in general. Homeless families, however, were
much more likely to be deferred while they resolved issues related to
homelessness (12 versus 2 percent).  Eighty-one percent of the CSO
administrators we interviewed said their CSOs deferred homeless
families from WorkFirst work preparation requirements for limited time
periods to give the families time to find a place to live.

Drug and
Alcohol Use

The Multi-
Service
Center in
South King
County
assisted a
pregnant
woman
recovering
from
substance
abuse
move into
permanent
housing.  She
had been
working with a
street
outreach
program and
has recently
purchased a
fixer upper
house.

Rates of drug and alcohol use by the homeless respondents in this
study were compared to rates for women aged 18 to 54 living below
200 percent of the Federal Poverty Level based on a conveniently
available statewide household survey in the mid-1990s.   The homeless
respondents and women in poverty had the same rates of drinking in
their lifetime (93 percent) and binge drinking in the last 18 months (23
percent).  For overall rates of drinking in more recent periods, however,
the homeless respondents reported lower rates of drinking than women
in poverty.  Sixty-eight percent of homeless respondents reported
drinking in the last 18 months compared to 74 percent of women in
poverty.  In the last 30 days, only 20 percent of the homeless
respondents reported drinking, compared to 60 percent of women in
poverty.  These lower recent alcohol use rates among homeless
respondents could reflect a change in drinking patterns while living at
shelters where the use of alcohol is normally prohibited, under-
reporting, or successful efforts to reduce their use of alcohol.

Comparisons between self-reported drug use of homeless respondents
and that of women in poverty produced mixed results. Lifetime rates of
drug use were about the same for many drugs:  hallucinogens (25
versus 24 percent), stimulants (33 versus 30 percent), and opiates
other than heroin (9 versus 8 percent) but were higher among homeless
respondents for other drugs:  marijuana (72 versus 53 percent) and
cocaine (38 versus 21 percent). Differences, however, were not tested
for statistical significance and could be due simply to chance or
measurement.

Drug use in recent periods (past 18 months and last 30 days) was
determined for two general categories: marijuana and any illicit drug
other than marijuana. Differences between homeless respondents and
women in poverty were small and could have been due to chance. In the
last 18 months, marijuana use was reported by 10 percent of homeless
respondents and 15 percent of poor women while use of other illicit
drugs was reported by 13 percent of homeless respondents and 10
percent of poor women.  Rates of marijuana use in the last 30 days
dropped to five percent for the homeless and nine percent for women in
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poverty, and past-month use of other illicit drugs was only three and five
percents, respectively.

Recent indicators of need for chemical dependency treatment appeared
to be quite similar for homeless respondents and women in poverty.  Of
the homeless respondents, 17 percent met screening criteria for
substance abuse or dependence in the last year, whereas, of the
women in poverty interviewed in the mid-1990s, 14 percent had an
alcohol or drug use disorder in the last 18 months. Homeless
respondents were more likely than women in poverty, however, to have
received treatment, counseling, or assistance from self-help groups
(e.g., Alcoholics Anonymous) for drug or alcohol use at some time in
their lives:  29 percent versus 11 percent.  According to records from
the DSHS Division of Alcohol and Substance Abuse, 21 percent of the
homeless respondents had received publicly funded alcohol or drug
abuse treatment (inpatient, outpatient, or methadone) within a recent
2½ year period (July 1998-December 2000).

Mental Health One-third of the respondents had indications of major depression in the
last year, and one-third had panic disorder in the same period.  In
contrast, a 1994 survey of households in Washington State resulted in
much lower estimated rates for each of these mental health problems
among women in poverty aged 18 to 54:  12 percent for major
depression and six percent for panic disorder. Almost half (45 percent)
of the homeless respondents reported getting mental health treatment
at some point in their lives, and a quarter had received some form of
publicly funded treatment in a recent 2½ year period according to DSHS
records from the Mental Health Division.

Domestic
Violence

Ninety percent of the respondents answered questions about domestic
violence by intimate partners in the last year. Emotional abuse was
reported by 44 percent of them, physical abuse by 27 percent, and
sexual abuse by 10 percent. Of those who had experienced some form
of domestic abuse, one quarter had gone to a medical care provider to
seek care as a result of the violence, half had law enforcement
involvement in their domestic situation, and one third had received a
court-ordered protective order.

Overall statistics regarding the use of domestic violence shelters
indicate domestic violence continues to be a significant cause of
homelessness for families.
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Washington State
Domestic Violence Emergency Shelter Statistics4

July 1, 2000 - June 30, 2001

Service Data

Category Number
Total Adults and Children Served        25,031
Adults (>18)        15,175
Children (<18)          9,856
Total Adults and Children Sheltered5          6,727
Bednights      123,418
Average Length of Stay at Shelter          14.86
Total Turnaway/Unable to Shelter        32,957

Domestic Violence Hotline
 27,994 calls to the statewide, toll-free domestic violence hotline

Family
Services

Over a third of the families had received services from DSHS Children s
Administration during a recent 2 ½ year period including Children s
Protective Services  (CPS) case management, risk assessments, and
counseling as well as other family reunification services and support for
basic needs.  During this same period ten percent of the homeless
respondents were involved in Children s Administration cases in which
at least one child was removed from their home.

Twenty-eight percent of the respondents had children who were not
living with them at the shelter at the time of our interview. Three
quarters of these children were living with another family member, 11
percent were in foster care, and five percent were living with their
adoptive parents.

How Shelters
Operate

Within Washington State we identified 152 programs that provided
shelter to homeless families, and we interviewed staff at 70 of these
shelters. Of the 152 shelters, 130 received state funding:  86
emergency shelter funds only, 36 both emergency and domestic
violence funds, and eight domestic violence funds only.  Twenty-two
shelters got no state funds to operate their programs. At the shelters
where we interviewed lead staff, the types of living accommodations
they provided families included rooms or apartments in one building (77
percent), vouchers for motel or hotel rooms (46 percent), and scattered
rooms or apartments (13 percent).

4 Data collected from 44 domestic violence shelter/safe home programs that contract with the Department of
Social and Health Services, Children s Administration, Division of Program and Policy, to provide emergency
shelter and support services.  Questions should be directed to the DSHS Program Manager at (206) 923-4910.
5 There are approximately 704 domestic violence emergency shelter/safe home beds in the State of Washington.
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Of the 70 providers interviewed, 60 said they had a rule stipulating the
maximum length of stay, ranging from two days to two years, with 23
percent using a 90-day maximum, 20 percent using 60 days, and the
rest providing some other time limit.  Limits were somewhat flexible,
however, with providers who had maximum stay rules estimating that
about 26 percent of their families were likely to stay an extra week or
so.

In addition to providing shelter, these programs provide many other
services to families as well.  These include help in finding housing (96
percent of the providers), clothing (93 percent), case management (90
percent), food or meals (86 percent), and help in getting welfare
benefits (84 percent).

Almost half (47 percent) of the families we interviewed got into their
current shelter without any delay, and another third got in within a
week. Twenty percent waited longer than a week.  Of those who had to
wait at least one day, some were given motel vouchers by the shelter or
another temporary place to stay, but most had to remain wherever they
were living, usually a place shared with family or friends.


